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The aim of this paper is to present an overview of previous studies on Emotional 
Intelligence (EI) in construction project management.  The literature was surveyed to 
identify and describe the characteristics of previous studies of EI in the construction 
industry.  Research themes and methods are reviewed in order to establish how EI of 
construction project managers are assessed.  The findings indicate that majority of the 
studies applied a positivist methodology in investigating EI which may cloud the 
actual perception of the individual and consequently the relevance of the concept.  
Furthermore, the deficit of any alternative methodology may prevent elucidation of 
new informative ways to explain EI in a unique context such as construction.  The 
study recommends the exploration of construction professionals' identities through 
their real life experiences by applying the grounded theory approach in order to better 
understand how EI can be developed and applied in construction project management. 
Keywords: emotional intelligence, professional identity, review 
INTRODUCTION 
Emotion is described in psychological terms as an individualised, intrapersonal 
reaction to some stimulus and a socially constituted phenomenon located in the social 
realm (Fineman 2000).  Emotion in the early 1900s was perceived as irrational and 
unreasonable, likewise management and emotion were viewed as opposites (Hancock 
and Tyler 2009).  However, in recent times, management scholars and practitioners 
have recognised the significance of emotion and its relevance for successful 
organisational interrelationships.  The social and cultural dimensions of emotion have 
been suggested as a significant area of study because organisational structures and 
processes are socially formed and sustained through individual behaviours and actions 
(Domagalski 1999).  Consequently, the concept of EI emerged from organisational 
behaviour research which has had an unusual significant impact on managerial/ 
organisational practice (Ashkanasy and Daus 2005). 
The construction industry, over time, has embraced several management trends in 
order to improve the performance of projects.  Total Quality Management (TQM), 
Building Information Modelling (BIM) and Public Private Partnering (PPP) are a few 
such initiatives aimed at achieving development of the industry.  Leadership is 
progressively being recognised as a fundamental element in construction project 
management and methods of applying this soft skill in a highly technical environment 
are constantly debated upon (Toor and Ofori 2008, Griffis and Brown 2003).  Due to 




the multi-organisation and multi-stakeholder nature of construction projects, multiple 
objectives and conflicting interests often exist which lead to division in cultural and 
social aspects, lack of inter professional understanding, and difficulty in coordinating 
stakeholders (Xue et al., 2010). 
According to Bygballe et al., (2010) one of the reasons for the relevance of long term 
relationships is the growth of industrialization in construction which led to a shift 
from construction site activities to in-house management facilities.  These challenges 
enact a high demand on construction project managers’ capability to coordinate and 
control activities and manage different individuals for effective co-ordination of issues 
relevant to the project process.  Due to such demands, initiatives such as relationship 
management and partnering were created to focus on building alliances between 
project participants and the ability to manage interpersonal interaction (Bygballe et 
al., 2010, Gadde and Dubois 2010).  Consequently, problems of inadequate leadership 
skills associated with project relationships emerged (Pryke and Smyth 2006) and 
according to Love et al., (2011) current developments in the field of construction 
project management resulted in a 'switch of lenses' in order to examine both 
psychological (Project manager) and sociological (Project participants) project 
elements.  Skills such as emotional intelligence (EI) leadership have been suggested as 
a means of improving project performance in construction (Love et al., 2011, Pryke 
and Smyth 2006). 
Emotional Intelligence in Construction 
While there are a variety of definitions for Emotional Intelligence (EI), there seems to 
be a general understanding of the concept: Salovey and Mayer (1989) define EI as a 
subset of social intelligence and the ability to monitor one’s own feelings and that of 
others, to distinguish among them and to use this information to guide one’s thinking 
and actions.  Bar-On explains the EI construct as being concerned with effectively 
understanding oneself and others, relating properly with people and coping with the 
immediate environmental demands (Bar-On 1997).  From a pragmatic view, EI is 
defined as knowing and managing our emotions and those of others for improved 
performance (Mersino 2007).  EI is also defined as the capacity for recognizing our 
own feeling and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing emotions 
well in both ourselves and others (Goleman 2004).  A common factor is an underlying 
presence of inter relational skills and management of people’s actions and behaviour.  
According to Mischung et al., (2015), there have been significant claims about the 
preciseness of EI in predicting workplace success as various studies show positive 
correlations between EI and job performance. 
Construction is a project based industry comprising various separate industries where 
participants are usually in diverse organisations and where different level of skill and 
experience are demonstrated.  Effective management in such a context demands for 
group communication, relational skills and effective leadership skills.  Since one 
usually cannot speak of relationships without referring to emotions, EI is now 
regarded as a supplement to leadership capabilities.  Interestingly, with the expose of 
EI in construction and the recognition of its relevance, the construction industry is still 
somewhat unwilling to embrace the concept of EI (Mischung et al., 2015).The 
relevance of EI for a construction project manager (CPM) has been an area of 
argument.  Some researchers contend that the presence of a level of emotion quotient 
in the different styles of leadership is a significant contribution to project success 
(Turner and Muller 2010) and on the other hand, others such as Antonakis, Ashkanasy 
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and Dasborough (2009) contend that an undue well-tuned EI is not necessary for a 
project manager and it may be left behind in the arena of a project manager’s 
development.  Likewise, while a survey by Cao and Fu (2011) highlighted the 
relevance of team members and project managers EI for team effectiveness in 
construction organisations, Butler and Chinowsky (2006) reported that construction 
executives scored low in interpersonal aspects of the EI scale.  Despite the claims that 
the level of EI of construction executives and CPM are at or above average (e.g. 
Butler and Chinowsky 2006), scholars and practitioners continue to refer to the 
construction industry as hostile, dominated by authoritative behaviours where it is 
appropriate to enact anger (Lindebaum and Fielden 2011, Lindebaum and Cassell 
2012).  Due to the controversies associated with EI, scientific research particularly in 
a construction context has been minimal; this has demotivated scholars to come up 
with a theoretical academic framework and methodological standards for exploring EI 
in a project environment (Antonakis, Ashkanasy and Dasborough 2009). 
The predominance of EI in scholarly literature presents a facade that much research 
has been conducted in construction with regard to the concept.  Simply using the 
phrase 'emotional intelligence' as a search criterion in any browser will produce over a 
million online results showing the extent of its recognition.  Research on Emotional 
Intelligence leadership in the workplace spans across various fields, but only recently 
did the concept penetrate construction project management (Love et al., 2011).  In 
view of the fact that the role of leadership in achieving construction project goals and 
the project manager’s style of leadership are both crucial factors in determining the 
outcome of construction projects (Griffis and Brown 2003, Larsson et al., 2015), 
consideration of EI as a leadership skill in construction project management is posited 
as useful in advancing the concept. 
However, the EI concept remains largely unexplored in the construction industry 
(Pryke et al., 2015, Zhang and Fan 2013).  The reason for this may be due to the 
perception of masculinity stereotypes throughout the industry (Loosemore and Galea 
2008), the traditional styles of adversary relationships (McLennan and Scott 2002) or 
the confrontational behaviour and communication style of individuals which hinders 
effective research in the construction industry (Loosemore 1998).This paper presents 
an overview of EI in the construction industry in the form of a summary of the 
methodological approaches used in past studies as a step to uncovering the different 
perceptions of the value of the concept and as a precursor to exploring how EI can be 
developed and applied in construction.  Against this background, the paper aims to 
answer the following research question: What methods are used in past studies to 
investigate EI of Construction Project Managers and why were they used? The 
objectives include: To provide an overview of papers published on Emotional 
Intelligence of project managers in construction and to provide indication for future 
direction of study in the area of Emotional Intelligence of Construction Project 
Managers. 
METHOD 
An overview of past studies on emotional intelligence in a construction context was 
conducted through an extensive search of published literature.  An overview is 
typically a narrative summary of literature that attempts to reassess the literature and 
describe its characteristics.  It may be a systematic overview or not, depending on the 
rigour of search conducted, therefore, it is used for various types of reviews with 
varying degree of 'systematicity' (Grant and Booth 2009).  The population of interest 
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for this study is the construction industry.  Therefore, the search was restricted to 
studies of EI conducted only in a construction environment.  Keywords used in the 
search included: ‘emotional intelligence’ or ‘emotion’ appearing in the abstract.  
Terms used in filtering were it was suitable to do so include: ‘construction industry’, 
‘construction project management’ and/or ‘construction management’.  Since the 
research on EI is sometimes undertaken from an alternate perspective such as 
leadership styles, this was also included in the search terms.  In addition, extra time 
was taken to read through the references of the final articles that were identified from 
the search process. 
For this study, the search was comprehensively carried out across 3 construction 
/engineering databases and 2 journals outside the construction field.  The databases 
used were ARCOM, ICONDA and ASCE.  The ARCOM database contains about 19 
Construction Management journals, recent ARCOM conference proceedings and PhD 
theses.  The online repository of International Construction Database (ICONDA) 
contains CIB publications which cover all fields in building and construction research 
and American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) contain articles in peer-reviewed 
journals and conference proceedings from the American society of civil engineers.  
Leadership theory underpins EI, therefore other keywords such as 'Leadership styles' 
and 'Construction management' were used in combination with the keyword 
'emotional intelligence' in the literature search.  As a result, the search extended to the 
Leadership Quarterly Journal and Human Relation Journal.  These amount of journals 
were accessed so as to obtain the breath of studies of EI in the Construction Industry.  
Data was extracted and analysed deductively.  Since, the diverseness of focus of 
management studies prevents the aggregation and assessment of results (Tranfield et 
al 2003), synthesis was achieved by drawing similarity and differences from the 
characteristics of the gathered studies through interpretative means. 
Table 1 describes the process by which articles were selected.  3 databases (containing 
several journals each) and 2 journals were used in the search.  384 citations were 
retrieved from the search using keywords 'emotional intelligence', leadership styles 
and the phrase 'emotional intelligence in construction management’.  The keyword 
'Emotional Intelligence' yielded 243 articles, 'Leadership styles' yielded 52 articles, the 
phrase 'Emotional Intelligence in Construction Management yielded 89 articles, each 
in total, across the 5 sources.  Only the ASCE library had provision for applying filters 
such as 'Construction management and Construction Industry', which resulted in 184 
articles being filtered out.  The total articles for the review reduced to 200.  An 
abstract review on the remaining articles further excluded 180 articles.  Criteria for 
exclusion included a non-construction context, no actual association with emotional 
intelligence or a thesis.  Consequently 20 articles were fully assessed.  During the final 
review 4 additional articles were identified from going through referenced papers and 
these were added to the 20 initially identified articles.  The review process used in the 
study attempts to provide an explicit report of the knowledge on methods used in past 
studies to investigate EI of Construction professionals and the rationale for those 
methods. 
FINDINGS 
The final assessment included a total of 24 articles indicating that there have not been 
many studies exploring the nature of emotional intelligence of professionals in the 
construction industry.  The relatively low amount of articles that was retrieved for the 
study is comparable with the low number of  studies (49) that investigated leadership 
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in the construction industry (Toor and Ofori 2008) and Clarke’s (2010) identification 
of only 5 studies that specifically examined EI in a project context.  Existing studies of 
EI in the construction industry are circumscribed around investigating the level of EI 
of an individual/ organisation or the relationship between various personality or 
leadership types on EI.  The studies on EI in construction have explored areas 
including leadership styles (Butler and Chinowsky 2006, Cao and Fu 2011, Sunindijo 
2012), project performance (Love et al., 2011, Zhang and Fan 2013), construction 
management educational programmes (Mo et al., 2007, Mischung et al., 2015) and the 
contracting area (Songer and Walker 2004).  Project tasks/stages that have been 
studied in relation to EI include safety management tasks (Sunindijo and Zou 2013), 
risk taking (Tixier et al., 2014), Conflict resolutions (Sunindijo and Hadikusumo 
2013), Cognitive and Relational tasks (Lindebaum and Jordan 2012) and Negotiation 
stage (Der Foo et al., 2004).   
Table 1.  Article selection process 
 
These studies tend to adopt a particular research approach and most of them focused 
on exploring the correlation to leadership types.  Cao and Fu (2011) and Mo et al 
(2006) opine that since EI correlates with transformational leadership, it may be useful 
to construction project managers.  Similarly, Butler and Chinowsky (2006) showed a 
relationship between EI and transformational leadership behaviours.  Although, no 
empirical research was conducted, Love et al., (2011) and Mo, Dainty and Price 
(2006) acknowledged the importance of EI and recommended that the concept of 
organisational behaviour and an individual's EI be explored as well as ways of 
providing trainings on EI.  In line with these suggestions, Mo et al.’s (2007) 
investigation, however, revealed a weak correlation between educational courses and 
EI of construction students.  Their finding suggests that the weak dependence of EI on 
educational courses could be as a result of the sort of educational programmes taught 
or other factors.  Although, the experimental study by Mischung et al., (2015) showed 
that training construction students in EI skills enable teams to perform better in 
student work group, nevertheless, this may not be a true representation of real life 
experiences, where the performance of construction professionals is likely assessed 
against confrontational beliefs (Loosemore and Gala 2008).  Apart from those 
research which established correlations between EI and leadership behaviour, others 
investigated the impact of a project manager's EI on certain tasks and revealed a 
positive correlation with certain conflict resolution style while considering the socio 
cultural custom (Sunindijo and Hadikusumo 2013).  On the other hand another study 
showed that individuals with a negative emotional state perceived considerably more 
Lawani 
644 
risk than those with a positive emotional state (Tixier et al., 2014). In spite of these 
recognitions and suggestions, some authors argue on the negligence of context and 
tasks in studies of EI (Lindebaum and Jordan 2012). 
The specific context of construction often tends to be ignored, as much of the 
literature concerning EI in construction is based on the traditionally deductive 
positivist approach.  Observed findings resonate with Phua (2013) assertion that 
human, cultural and psychological factors are paid little attention in the construction 
literature.  Majority of the researchers adopted a quantitative approach focusing at the 
individual or organisational level.  However, at both levels, the aim was mainly to 
determine the impact of EI on certain personality type variables (e.g. transformational 
leadership) or organisational variables (e.g. performance).  The studies often used 
questionnaires – self report scaled instrument to establish relationships or the level of 
influence between variables.  The current study identified only two articles that 
employed qualitative measures in their investigation.  One of the them assessed the 
use and application of EI within the construction industry by employing narratives as 
a means of organizing data (Lindebaum and Cassell 2012) while the other study 
qualitatively investigated the behaviour of the individual in a construction context 
with regards to a specific emotion – anger (Lindebaum and Fielden 2011).  For a 
majority of the studies, dimensions of EI seemed to have a positive correlation or 
effect on the inquired variable while some authors interpreted their results from a 
perspective of cultural dimensions of the country in which the study was conducted 
(e.g. Sunindijo and Hadikusumo 2013).  The findings of the current study reflect the 
preference of research in construction towards a positivist paradigm (Phua 2013, Ofori 
and Toor 2009).  Consequently, the view that the construction industry has been 
populated by positivist methodologies is deduced from this review, therefore, arguably 
the knowledge and development of a social construct such as EI may be underrated, 
specifically in the area of applicability and development of the concept. 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
In general, only a small number of studies use qualitative methods to examine and 
explain the nature of leadership in the construction industry (Toor and Ofori, 2008).  
The relatively low number of articles identified in the current study not only throws 
light on the fact that individual and psychological factors still receive relatively less 
interest in the construction literature but the findings reveal on over reliance of 
quantitative methods used in investigating EI.  The construction industry has been 
represented as a social system (Love et al., 2002) and emotional intelligence 
originates from the psychology domain which is a function of the social process 
embedded in a social system.  Conversely, the method of analyses for studying such 
social processes may not be sufficient, and according to Fineman (2004) the use of 
quantitative approaches to investigate a social constructed phenomenon undervalues 
the development of that phenomenon.  In addition, surveys and questionnaires mainly 
measure an individual's perception towards an action or behaviour and not the actual 
behaviour because of social desirability (Ofori and Toor 2009).  Arguably, this implies 
that majority of past investigations have only made an attempt in finding out the views 
of construction professionals towards emotional intelligence and not what is actually 
practiced or what behaviour ‘works’ in their environment with regards to EI.  Besides, 
it was identified that the authoritative style of leadership is significantly used in 
Turkish construction industry (Giritli and Oraz 2004).The lack of qualitative enquiry 
of EI in construction, questions how the concept can be thoroughly explored for 
developmental and applicability purposes.  The concept of EI seems to challenge the 
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way construction project managers understand their identity (Lindebaum and Cassell 
2012), this uniqueness or character is often imposed by the nature or circumstance in 
which these individuals find themselves (Webb 2006).Too often, the focus has been 
on quantifying the level of EI and establishing relationships between variables such as 
leadership styles, while neglecting the identity of the individual's understanding with 
respect to their role and specific context. 
Identity is an individual-level construct associated with organisational performance.  It 
is a sense making structure in which individuals interpret themselves and others while 
interacting with their social environment (Ybema et al., 2009).  According to Gluch 
(2009) the role and identity of industry professionals are social constructs shaped 
through social processes of interaction between individuals and the organisation's 
milieu.  In other words, the work environment has an effect on an individual's attribute 
which in turn shapes organisational behaviour.  Phua (2013) opines that what people 
say and do are often refined and shaped within organisational and managerial contexts 
which can be accessed through narratives.  The male dominated culture of the 
construction industry (Loosemore and Gala 2008) impacts on how EI is being 
interpreted and poses a threat to the identity of CPMs.  Accordingly, most CPM 
believes that EI may have no place in the construction industry leading to low 
acceptance of the EI concept.  As male professionals prefer to hold onto a more 
technical oriented identity (Faulkner 2007), the objective of applying  EI for effective 
relationship management in construction (Pryke and Smyth 2006) should not precede 
a clear understanding of the situational and structured realties of how certain conducts 
are displayed for effective performance. 
As Smyth 2000 quoted in Lindebaum and Fielden (2011) states: 
The management style of many contracting companies is based upon the street fighting 
man.  Banter and joking are usually at the expense of others......  verbal abuses are the 
weapons to instil fear and maintain power... 
Construction professionals develop different identities in order to deal with the 
pressure between their official roles and project practice standards (Gluch 2009).  
However, the majority of the research conducted on EI in the construction industry do 
not adequately consider these realities.  A focus on establishing correlations, exploring 
levels of EI in different aspects and/or investigating dimensions of other constructs in 
relation to EI may prevent the revealing of the dynamics of EI and the complexities of 
the social process that transpire among individuals in construction.  Finally, Mischung 
and Perrenoud (2015) suggested that educating and assessing individuals in the EI 
construct may not be successful because of the lack of effectively teaching one how to 
implement the skill and recognising when it is appropriate to utilise it.  In other words, 
having an awareness of EI or being emotionally competent will not guarantee 
improved performance.  Exploring the individual’s identity and in relation to the work 
environment will help in explaining how the environment or context creates identities 
of construction professional and how EI skills can be utilized for meaningful 
improvements. 
Grounded theory often used in studying human behaviour is suggested as a relevant 
and appropriate approach to studying EI in context of construction as it aims to 
generate inference which is grounded in the data.  The use of qualitative methods of 
investigation such as in-depth interviews, action research and discursive approaches 
will illuminate the character and behaviour within the context of the construction 
industry in relation to EI, will support better understanding of the concept in 
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construction and consequently discover the usefulness and applicability of the 
concept. 
To conclude, this study fills an important gap in existing construction project 
management literature by identifying an over use of quantitative research approach in 
investigating emotional intelligence among construction professionals.  This study 
offers suggestion on employing the use of qualitative approach to investigating EI in 
the construction industry.  Qualitative methods will be useful in revealing the 
implication of Emotional Intelligence on the identity of construction professionals and 
vice versa.  Albeit, the use of statistical measures provides objective and evidenced 
results, rich interpretations of contextual features which are relevant in understanding 
and advancing the concept of EI leadership is absent due to the lack of using 
alternative research methods such as the Grounded theory approach.  As a result, the 
identity and actual behaviours based on real life practices has a large tendency of 
being overlooked. 
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